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On April 6, Haiti held elections in which a third of the Senate's 27 seats, plus hundreds of posts in
district and city councils around the country, were contested. Although final results are still not
known, the Provisional Electoral Council has tentatively scheduled a runoff election for April 27,
since preliminary results indicate that only one congressional candidate achieved the absolute
majority necessary to win a legislative seat.
The elections took place amid a widening political crisis that has nearly brought the government
to a standstill. Violent protests against President Rene Preval's economic- austerity program have
sharply divided the governing Lavalas coalition, which, in turn, has paralyzed legislative action on
the executive's proposed policies and projects. Voter abstention reaches alarming proportions Nine
seats in the 27-member Senate and 2 seats in the 83- member Chamber of Deputies were contested
in the elections. In addition, voters were asked to choose new representatives for the country's 562
district councils, plus 133 city council seats, located throughout Haiti's nine provinces.
By all counts, voter abstention reached startling dimensions. In many polling places in the capital
and in other large urban centers, election officials reported that barely 5% of Haiti's 3.5 million
registered electorate actually went to the polls. Although voter turnout was higher in rural areas,
at least 60% of the electorate also abstained in the countryside. "You could say 'minimal'," said
Michael Magan of the US International Republican Institute, which monitored the elections. "That
would be the most accurate description of voter turnout."
Even with the low participation, the electoral council has still not released final results, since ballots
are counted by hand. Still, according to preliminary results announced on April 15, only one Senate
candidate Fourel Celestin of the Fanmi Lavalas party won the absolute majority required to gain a
legislative seat. As a result, the other eight Senate seats and the two Chamber of Deputies seats will
be decided in a runoff election. The date for the second round of voting may yet change depending
on how long it takes the electoral council to compile final results for the first round and make
preparations for the runoff vote.
The massive abstention is largely attributable to a decision by nearly all opposition parties
ranging from centrists to socialists and Christian Democrats to boycott the elections. Those parties
questioned the credibility and impartiality of the electoral council. Consequently, with the exception
of several independent candidates and members of the Louvri Barriere party, the election slates only
included aspirants from the governing Organisation Politique Lavalas (OPL), and from the Fanmi
Lavalas, an OPL splinter party founded by former president Jean Bertrand Aristide.
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Election highlights deep split in governing Lavalas coalition
Thus, rather than being given the opportunity to choose officials from a broad spectrum of political
and ideological tendencies, voters were essentially being asked to line up behind one of the two
warring factions within Lavalas, underscoring the deep rift in the governing coalition that has been
building for months.
On one side are members of the OPL a coalition of three parties who remain loyal to President
Preval and Prime Minister Rosny Smarth. On the other side are members and supporters of
Aristide's new party, which he formed in November 1996 (see NotiSur, 11/08/96). When Preval
took office in February 1996, Aristide and his successor remained close allies. But after the Preval
administration reached extensive agreements with the World Bank and other multilateral lending
institutions in May 1996 to implement a broad structural-adjustment program, Aristide became a
vocal critic of the government, and unity within the Lavalas coalition began to crack (see NotiSur,
02/16/96, 03/22/96, 05/31/96).
The rift has grown immensely since the beginning of this year, since labor groups and grassroots
organizations have mounted a national resistance campaign to force the resignation of Prime
Minister Smarth who has led negotiations with the lending organizations and compel Preval
to renege on his commitment to the austerity program. These organizations have mounted two
national strikes since January, the latest of which took place on March 19.

New strike in March paralyzes major cities
The mid-March strike was less successful than the first mobilization in January, which managed
to paralyze activities throughout the country (see NotiCen, 01/30/97). Still, the March strike was
highly effective in the nation's two largest urban centers, Port-au-Prince and Cap-Haitien, the latter
about 260 km north of the capital. Particularly noteworthy was the increased militancy of the strike
organizers, which made the mid-March mobilization much more violent than the January action.
An umbrella group calling itself "Koupe Tet, Boule Kay," the Creole words for "Cutting Heads and
Burning Houses," after the rallying cry of Haiti's 1803 slave revolt, faxed warnings that businesses in
Port-au-Prince should close or risk violent retribution. Flyers distributed around the capital warned,
"Anything that moves, be it a mouse or a feather, will be shot to smithereens." Most schools and
businesses remained closed and many people stayed in their homes. In Cap-Haitien, barricades
were thrown up at entry points to the city, and demonstrators hurled stones at cars. At least three
people were wounded in clashes with police.

Government immobilized by strikes and rifts within Lavalas
The grassroots mobilizations and the deep split in the governing coalition have practically paralyzed
the government, thrusting the country into crisis. The parliament has not met in weeks because
neither the Chamber of Deputies nor the Senate can reach a quorum. And, although some
committees are meeting informally, laws needed to comply with the agreements that Prime Minister
Smarth negotiated with the lending institutions are still pending. As a result, some US$85 million
in loans from the World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank, plus bilateral credit from
foreign governments, has been held up. The legislature has yet to approve the budget for the current
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fiscal year, which ends in September. Government ministries are short of cash, barely able to pay
employees and blocked in their efforts to move ahead with essential economic and development
projects that would create jobs and reduce the mounting pressure on the government.
Rather than approve needed laws, the parliament has spent most of its time in recent weeks
debating whether to remove Smarth from his post and force President Preval to reconstruct his
cabinet. On March 26, Smarth barely survived a vote on a no-confidence motion that would have
labeled his government "incapable of coping with the current social, economic, and political
disorder," and incapable of "preventing the country from plunging into an ungovernable state."
The government paralysis is drawing harsh criticism from the lending institutions, which warn
that there will be no new aid until the legislature acts on the loans that were already approved.
"There is no point in giving resources if they stay unapproved by parliament," said World Bank
vice president Javed Burki, following a three-day conference in early April of international donors
and Haitian officials. "The World Bank is prepared to give more aid if we can begin to get more
expeditious passage from parliament, and if they can pass projects that are already in the pipeline.
But the window of opportunity for Haiti created by international interest in its situation is narrow."
With runoff elections still pending, however, and with labor and grassroots groups threatening
another national strike for the end of April, it is unlikely that the parliament will begin functioning
normally again anytime soon. (Sources: Inter Press Service, 01/26/97, 02/14/97, 03/12/97, 03/19/97;
Notimex, 03/26/97, 04/02/97, 04/04/97; Reuter, 02/25/97, 03/27/97, 04/04/97, 04/06/97; Agence FrancePresse, 03/19/97, 04/04/97, 04/06/97; New York Times, 03/20/97, 03/24/97, 03/29/97, 04/07/97; Spanish
news service EFE, 01/28/97, 01/30/97, 03/27/97, 04/07/97, 04/15/97)
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